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Female sunder graduates were given unsolvable problems in a learned 
helplessness p|radigm. Relative to controls they (a) reportedUncreas^d 
depressive and hostile affect; (b) drank more beer in a taste-rating task. 
Implications fdr the relationshlp6among strerss, depression and Alcohol 
consumption are discussed. ' . 
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Problem 



To date, behavioral scientists have found tfie relationship betweren alcohol 
and depression to be rather 'elusive . Thiis statement of tea strikes the. average 
person as peculiar, since "drowning your sqrrows" (intalcohol) is a coimfbn 
catchphrase and, in trying to prepare for anticipated stress and/or sorrow, 
many individuals ''fortify" themselves by imbibing freely. , These latter two 
common observations, highlight widely held beliefs in our culturg \,that alcohol ■ 
may >offer both ai\ ameliorative and a preveatative solution to the probltem of 
degression. ' 

To bring the examination of depression into the laboratory, many investiga- 
tors have been adapting the paradigm of leame<J helplessness as described by 

Seligman and his coworkers. Sucli a strategy would be quite compatible With 

3. 4' 
the viewpoints of Marlatt and McClelland who assert that alcohol consumption 

is often perceived by the drinker ^as fe-establishing a sense of control or power 

over the feelings of helplessness. Inlied, Bibring ,has cogently theorized that 

helplessness, not ^ust iritrojected hostility, comprises a crucial antecedent aad 

concomitant of depression. The study 'described below is an attempt to assess* 

the effects of learned helplessnerfjs— a possible, laboratory analogue of reactive 

depression — on alcohol consumpti'^n. , ^ ' ** 

■ -■ ■ \ • • ■ - 

Subjects > 

Thirty-eight female undergraduate volunteers were blocked on their scores 
obtained on the Cahalan Drinking Habits Questionnaire.^ 
ProceduroB ♦ . - , 

Subjects were firj&t randomly assigned, within blocka, to one of two 

conditions. . Through the manipttlatlon of feedback In &a hypothesis tes^ing\^rf5g 

* 7 • * • ♦ • 

similar to^Levine 8 half the subjects were given unsolvable problems (learned <^ 

^ , /V . - ^ . 

helplessness group) airt- half were given solvable problems (control group) . 



thj^task, ten subj 



-2- 



Following thj/fi task, ten subjects from each group were given a variation of 

8 

t)ie alcohol taste taSQc employed by Marla^t,, Demznlng and Reld« ^ That Is, the 
sutf^Jects were led ta be'lieve that they were x'atlng four beverages on taste^^ 

qualities » while the dependent measure of Interest was- the anx^unt they consumed. 

[ . ' . ' 

In, the present study, subjects were allowed access to (asked to rate) both 

* . - % 

alcoholic beers and non-alcoholic ging'er; ales. 

The remaining 18 subjects (nlrle from eaqh conditld'h) were given solvable 

■ . . \ • ' ^ / 

anagrams instead of the taste task iinnedia*:ely following the hypothesis testing. 

problems. The procedures Itf these two groups were employed as a check to 

determine if the manipulation produced a "helplessness" effect Ncompar able to 

9 

that found by Hlroto and Sellgman (i.e., a deficit in subsequent task 
performance) • ' ' , 

Also, affect was assessed Imnedfately bef^e and after the ptofriem solving ^ 
manipulations, and again after the ensuing taste task or anagrams (depending ^ 
upon condition), through the^use of the Multl^bie Affect Adjective Checklist' 
(MAACL)^^ which yields scores for depression, hpstllitiy and anxiety. 
Results ♦ . ' " 

(A) , Bever.age Consumption . As seen in Figure ' 1, ' th^ learned helplessness 

> - / y «• 

group consumed a ifiean of 5.7 oz. of beeir and 3.4 bz. of ginger ,ale^ In contrast, 

the control gro^p drank a mean of 3.6 oz. of >eer and 3.6 pz'. of ginger ale.' 

A 2 X 2 AnoVa revealed a significant interaction of beverage by con&ltlon (P « 4.96 

■■-.v ' : : r— I 

V . * ' ^ Insett Figure 1 here if 

^ 

df » 1,18; p .05J. » AlsOw the amount of beer drunk in th'e control group was 

. • T \> . I . 

equal to the amount of ginger ale drunk in both groups. ' • a 

I MAACL . .As Figure 2 shows there were no signtficant differences between - 



Insert Figure* 2 here 



groups at the Initial administration of, the MAACL on.an^ of the affect categories 
(depression, hostility or an);iety) . After exposure to problem solving, we 
found that the help'less groupd obtained higher scores on the depression and 
hostility scales than did the control grouf^Depres^lon f 5.41; d? = 1.34; 
p»< .05) (Hostility F = 14.2, df « 2.34; p < .025), but no differences were 
found with the anxiety measure. The final administration of the MAACL, after 
alcohol or anagrams, showed no differences between groups. 

(C) Anagrams . 'No differences were found between groups on^ latency to 
solve anagrams or^ on the total number solved. " ^ 

• \ 

Implications and Conclusions ^ 
. / ^ r- . ' » 

Subjects exposed to. the unsolvable problems drank more alcohol than did 
controls. That this did notmerely reflect an increase in overall consumption 
level is M^ge^ted by the finding that ginger^^le consumption was ^eqoal across 
groups. The increases In the depression and- hostility scales among subjects 
exposed to unsolvable problems gives further evidence consistent with the idea 
that such a task is experienced as stressful. As we noted above^ increased 
hostility has often been linked to depression by many psychodynamic theorists. 
The finding of no differences on the third MAACL may indicate; dissipation of 
the effect of the manipulation either as a result ^f time or successful solution 
of even some of the anagrams. 

Finally, although our manipulation was a' replication of .one previously 
reported, we failed to observe similar deficits on anagram eolutioiv While 



or m^yup 



admittedly speculative, perhaps this measure "is not very sensitive or tta yn p hp 
subject to procedural variations. 

In any event, our* data underline tY\e importance of bringing the alcohol- 
depression relationship, into the ifto^atory even at an analogue level,' In order 

t 



I 

to more closely examine a problem majbr signlf Icanoe. 
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FIGURE TWO Depression and. llosti lity Scores on the ,M.\ACL> 
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